Lesson Seven Document A

Funeral Oration of Pericles
from History of the Peloponnesian War
by Thucydides

Background Information

Many of the principles and practices of Western democracy were born in the city-states
of ancient Greece. To these tiny principalities we can trace the origins of many of the
most cherished principles in our own political system. Athens was the heart of this early
democratic tradition. Its people, its institutions, and its spokesmen blazed a trail that
the rest of Western mankind has followed down to present day.

The reading for today is from the writings of the Greek historian, Thucydides, who
wrote during the last half of the 5th century B.C. He participated as a general in the long
struggle between Athens and Sparta. He was a staunch advocate of the Athenian
system, although he was in exile when he wrote the History of the Peloponnesian War. The
reading reveals Athens in a time of both greatness and crisis. Pericles, the famous
Athenian statesman, while praising the men who died defending their native city,
describes the beliefs, institutions, and the customs for which they fought. His speech is
one of the most famous defenses of the democratic way of life in the history of man.

It was customary among the Greek city-states to hold a mass funeral service at the end
of the first year of a war to honor those men of the city who had died defending their
polis. Everyone would attend with the families of the slain occupying a place of honor.
In 430 B.C., Pericles, the strategos and great statesman of Athens, was requested by the
Assembly to deliver the oration at the mass funeral marking the end of the first year of
the Peloponnesian War. At first Pericles declined, stating that he did not consider
himself worthy to deliver a speech on this occasion. However, he did finally accept and
his speech was eventually set down by Thucydides in his famous account of the long
war between Athens and Sparta.
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Funeral Oratlon of Pencles :
from History of the Peloponnesmn War

by Thucydides
(Primary Source)

[An_cient._(}reece 400s B.C.j_.

I will speak first-of our ancestors, for it is right and becoming that now, )
when we are lamenting the dead, a tribute should be paid to their
memory. There has never been a time when they did not inhabit this land,

which by their valor they have handed down from generatlon to genera- -

tion, and we have received from them a free state. Butif they were worthy
of praise, still more were our fathers, who added to their inheritance, and

after many a struggle transmitted to us their sons this great empire. And : -

we ourselves assembled here today, who are still most of usstill in the

- vigorof life, have chiefly done the work of improvement, and have richly

endowed our city with all things, so that she is sufficient for herself both

_in peace and war. Of the military exploits by wluch our various posses-
sionis were acquired, or of the energy with which our fathers drove back.

the'tide of war, Hellenic or Barbarian, ' will not: speak for the tale would. -

be. long and is familiar to you.. Butbefore I praise the dead, I shouldTike -
1o point’ out; by what prmmpals we: rose ‘to; power, and under what_ . |
' mshtuhon and through what marnner of life our empire has become great.
For 1 conce1ve that such. thoughts are not unsmted for the occasion, and
that this - numerous assembly of cmzens and strangers may profltably

hsten to them

Our form of ngerMent does not enter intorivalry with the institutions " -
of others. We donot copy our nelghbors butare an example to them. Itis -
true thatweare called a democracy, for the adrninistrationisin thehands . -
of many and not of the few. But while the law'secures equaljustice forall -
alike in their prlvate dlsputes ‘the claim of exce]lence isalso recogmzed _
“and'when a citizen is in any -way dlstmgmshed he is preferred to the
' pubhc service, not as a matter of pnvﬂege, but as the reward of merit.
' Neitheris poverty a bar, but a man may benefit his country whateverbe
the obscurity of his condition: Thereisno exclusweness in'our publiclife, "

and in our private intercotirse we are not susp1c1ous of otie another, nor

~ angry with our neighbor if He does what he likes; we do not put on sour

looks athim which, though harmless, are not pleasarit. While we are thus

unconstramed in our private intercourse, a spirit of reverence pervades
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our pubhc acts; we are prevented from domg ‘wrong. by respect for

authority and for the laws, having an especial regard to those which are

~ordained for the protection of the injured as well as those unwritten laws

which bring upon the transgressor of them a reprobation of the general
sentiment. - o

And we have not 'fOIgotten to- provide. for' our weary spirits many

- relaxations from toil; we have regular games and sacrifices throughout

the year; at home the style of our life is redefined; and the delight which

‘we daily feelin all these things helps tobanish melancholy. Because of the
.. greatness of our city the fruits of the whole earth flow in upon us; so that

we-enjoy the goods of other countries as freely as our own.
JOy 8 Yy

Then again, our military trau‘ung is in many respects superlor to that of
- -our adversaries: Qurcity is thrown open to the world, and we never expel
- aforeigner or prevent him from seeing or learning anything of which the . .
“secret if revealed to an enemy might profit him. We rely not upon *
- management or trickery, but upon our own hearts and hands. And in the |
~ matter of educatlon ‘whereas they from early youth are always undergo- -
- inglaborious exercises which are to make them brave, we live atease, and
- yet are equa]ly ready to face the perils which: they face: And here is the
- proof. The Lacedaemonians [Spartans] come into Attica not by . them-
- _selves, but with their whole confederacy: fo]lowmg, we go alone intoa -
- neighbor’s country .and although our: opponents .are fighting for thelr'
- ~homes and we on'a- fore1gn soil, we have seldom any” dlfﬁculty in over -
- co:rru.ng them. Our enemies havenever “yetfelto our umted strength; the care . |-
. ofanavy divides-our. attention, and on la_nd we: are. obliged to. Send our._ '
*-.own citizens everywhere. But they, if they meet and defeat.a: part of our
army, are as proud as if they have routed : us all, all when defeated they
B pretend to have been vanquished by us all. - SRR

“ Ifthen we prefer to meet danger witha hght heart but Wlthout laborlous -
. training, and with a. courage which is gained by habit and not enforced
© - bylaw,are we notgreatly the gainers? Sincewedonot ant1c1pate ‘the: pain, -
',,_.although when: the hour comes, we can be as’ brave as those-who never .-
 allow themselves to.rest; and thus'too our ity is equally admirable in . -
" /peace and in war. For we are lovers of the beautiful, yet: sunple in our; _
|- ‘tastes, andwe cultwate the mind w1thout aloss of manliness: Wealthwe
";_.employ, not for talk and ostentation, but when there is a great use forit.
' To avow poverty with us is no disgrace: the- true disgrace is in doing
- nothing toavoid it. An Athenian citizen does not neglect the statebecause
.he takes care of his ownhousehold; and even those of us Who are engaged '
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in business have a very fair idea of politics. We alone regard a man who
take no interest in public affairs, not as harmless, but as a useless
character; and if few of us are originators, we are sound judges of a policy.
The greatimpediment to action is, in our opinion, not discussion, but the
want of that knowledge which is gained by discussion preparatory to
action. For we have a peculiar power of thinking before we act and of
acting too, whereas other men are courageous from ignorance but hesi-
tant upon reflection. And they are surely to be esteemed the bravest
spirits who, having the clearest sense both of the pains and pleasures of

life, do not on that account shrink from danger. In doing good, again, we

are unlike others; we make our friends by conferring, not by receiving
favors. Now, he- who confers a favor is the firmer the friend, because he

‘would fain by kindness keep alive the memory of an’ obligation; but the

recipient is colder in his feelings, because he knows that in requiting
another’s generosity he will not be winning gratitude, but only paying a
debt. We alone do good to our neighbors not upon caleulation of interest,
but in the confidence of freedom and in frank and fearless spirit.

To sum up: I say that Athens is *the school of. Hellas, “and “that the.

individual Athenian in his own person seems to have . the power of

- adapting himself to the most varied forms of action with the utmost -
versatility and grace. Thisis no passing and idle word, but truth and fact; -
and the assertion is verified by the position towhich these: qualltles have. -
raised. fhe state. For i in the hour of trial Athens alone: among her contem-:
pora_nes is superior to the report of her.No enemy who comesagainsther
- isindignant at the reverses which he sustains at the hands of such acity; -
' no subject complains that his masters are unworthy of him. And we shall

assuredly not be without witnesses; there are mighty monuments of our

- power which will make us the wonder of this and of succeedmg ages; we

- shall not need the praises of Homer or of any other panegyrist whose
‘poetry may please for the moment, although his representation of the
_ facts will not bear the light of day. For we have compelled every land and
-every sea to open-a path for our valor, and have everywhere planted
- eternal memorials of our friendship.and of our ehmity. Such is the city for
- whose sake these men nobly fought-and died; they could not bear the
thought that she might be taken from them; and every one: of us who

survives should gladly toil on her behalf

‘Reprinted by permission of the pubhshers and the Loeb Classmal lerary {rom
‘Thucydides, History of the Peloponesian War, Translated by C. F. Smith, Cambrldge .
'Mass Harvard University Press, 1919.
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